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Listening to Neurodiverse Voices in the
Workplace
Lewis Burton, Vicki Carss, and Ricardo Twumasi
“We, too, listen to neurodiverse talent.”

B

uilding on the Langston Hughes (1926) poem “I, Too,” Giwa Onaiwu
(2020) touches on an interesting comparison between race and
neurodiversity. In this poem, Hughes (1926) yearns for the day he will
be treated equally by society. Similarly, in the present day, Giwa Onaiwu
(2020) longs for the day neurodiversity is fully embraced and understood by
society.
Neurodiversity is an inclusive way of viewing, respecting, and valuing the
evolutionary variety and differences in neurological functioning (Jaarsma
& Welin, 2012). Neurodiversity has been defined as “atypical” neurological
functioning (Lollini, 2018) and encompasses a range of unconventional
thinking patterns (Giwa Onaiwu, 2020), including but not limited to: Autism
Spectrum Condition (ASC), Developmental Coordination Disorder (DCD),
Dyspraxia, Dyslexia, Dyscalculia, and Attention-Deficit Hyperactivity
Disorder (ADHD). Traditionally, neurodiversity has been viewed in a negative
light. The “medical model” of disability (Olkin, 1999) emphasizes that
differences from the human norm are negative flaws that need amelioration
(Savulescu & Kahane, 2011). The medical model conceptualizes neurodiversity
as abnormal neurological functioning.
However, attitude shifts in the late 1990s meant the emergence of the
neurodiversity moment, an activist movement pioneered by Judy Singer,
who coined the term neurodiversity, with the proposition that neurodiverse
minds are not abnormal, instead just variant in nature (Singer, 1999). This
caused a shift in the perception of neurodiversity, from a negative outlook
to a more empowering and inclusive approach (Jaarsma & Welin, 2012).
The neurodiversity movement is underpinned by the social model, which
highlights that every individual has impairments, but it is predominantly
societal norms and structures which limit individuals’ functioning (Chapman,
2019).
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Neurodiverse individuals possess skills that are highly beneficial for
organizations (Doyle,2020). These include individuals with ADHD having
heightened focus (Lesch, 2018), individuals with Dyslexia having heightened
ability to think creatively (Reid & Kirk, 2001), individuals with DCD having
increased determination to succeed (Walker et al., 2018), and individuals
with ASC having the ability to identify complex patterns better than their
neurotypical counterparts (Chown & Beavan, 2012), in addition to heightened
abstract reasoning and analytical skills (Mottron, 2011). Although these skills
are widely acknowledged in the literature, neurodiverse individuals face
numerous challenges in an organizational context.
Within job selection, the interview process has been shown to be an issue for
neurodiverse individuals, as interviews involve unfamiliar environments and
require social skills that individuals with ASC have shown to lack (Chen et al.,
2015; Scott et al., 2019). Maras and colleagues (2021) found when the same
interview questions are asked to both autistic individuals and Neurotypical
individuals, interviewers tend to rate the interviewees with autism lower
on ratings of both impressions and quality. Follow-up interviews using
more inclusive questions developed from participant feedback led to a
significant reduction in differences between the two groups, highlighting the
importance of tailoring job selection processes to promote inclusivity.
Lorenz and colleagues (2016) found that 16% of autistic individuals struggled
with the application process, specifically interviews and submitting resumes.
It has also been proposed that psychometric testing, a common method of
job-person fit, limits neurodiverse selection, as this population possesses
fewer of the skills required to pass assessments designed for neurotypical
individuals (Hewlett et al., 2017). This disadvantage in the job selection
process can be applied to almost all neurodiverse individuals, irrespective of
condition. For example, individuals with ADHD may be overly talkative in an
interview and overstate their qualifications for the job (Adamou et al., 2013),
leading to negative perceptions from recruiters and an inability to succeed in
the job role.
These challenges for the neurodiverse population can continue into the
workplace. For autistic individuals, research has shown that common
working conditions such as a noisy environment or the social expectations of
a neurotypical-dominated workplace, can lead to employees having to apply
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greater mental effort to fit in (Li, 2019), potentially leading to adverse mental
health outcomes. Issues like this are common among neurodiverse workers
and require specific accommodations to be made on a case-by-case basis.
Accommodations can include facilitating awareness among employers and
employee social skill training (Griffith et al., 2012). Other common workplace
accommodations for neurodiverse individuals include flexibility in the work
environment, support from colleagues and supervisors, training, and the use
of assistive technology (Doyle, 2020).
Research into the challenges faced by the neurodiverse population within
organizations has also highlighted several further issues. Morris and
colleagues (2015) found that in their sample of ASC and ADHD participants,
over half did not disclose their neurodiversity to their managers, primarily
due to fear of judgment and discrimination from colleagues (Santuzzi et
al., 2014). This lack of disclosure can result in a lack of accommodations in
the workplace and a lack of social support, two facets that are critical for
neurodiverse individuals in the workplace, limiting their ability to perform
to the desired and expected organizational standard (Doyle, 2020). Career
progression and professional development are also seen as barriers for
neurodiverse individuals (Sumner & Brown, 2015). In a case study examining
neurodiversity at work, career progression was seen to be stunted by various
aspects related to their neurodivergence such as the inability to correctly
complete tasks at work and the lack of support from employers (Bewley &
George, 2016).
Current literature on neurodiversity tends to adopt a homogeneous sample,
focusing on one neurodiverse condition which has been formally diagnosed.
This reduces the complexity of the phenomenon and neglects individuals
who may lack a formal diagnosis. Additionally, it is common for conditions to
overlap and be co-occurring (British Dyslexia Association, 2021). Therefore,
this study seeks to view neurodiversity as its own entity, regardless of the
diagnosed condition. This allows us to broaden our understanding of the
wide spectrum of neurodiversity and give voice to those who identify as
neurodiverse, not just those who are formally diagnosed. There is also a
lack of interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA; Smith & Osborn,
2008), or studies that view neurodiversity as a holistic concept. Therefore
this study aims to build on foundational literature by gathering rich,
contextual accounts from neurodiverse individuals to better understand
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their experiences in the workplace. This research is in collaboration with
Organization L (OL), which empowers neurodivergence in the workplace
by creating neuro-inclusive cultures and providing psychological support
services, so neurodiverse talent can flourish. The overall aim of this study is
to provide insight into what can be done to facilitate greater inclusion both
during the recruitment process and in day-to-day work life for neurodiverse
individuals.

Methodology
Study Design
A phenomenological approach to research was selected for this study as
this methodology seeks to make sense of lived experiences from a firstperson perspective (Rodriguez & Smith, 2018). As neurodiversity is a distinct
phenomenon, this methodology is optimal, allowing us to generate rich
meaningful data that can provide deeper understanding of the contextual
experiences of neurodiversity in the workplace. IPA uses pseudonyms to
differentiate between participants to keep identity confidential but give a
living voice to their experiences.
Participants
Twenty-one Neurodiverse individuals participated in semi-structured
interviews (see Table 1 for demographic information). IPA tends to use smaller
sample sizes (Noon, 2018), however, this number of participants allowed
for us to explore the heterogeneous spectrum of Neurodiversity until we
reached theoretical sufficiency (Braun & Clarke, 2021, Dey, 1999). Purposive
sampling was used. Participants were asked to respond to a recruitment
flyer sent out on LinkedIn by OL. The inclusion criteria for this study
involved identifying as Neurodiverse and being either currently employed or
previously employed. Out of twenty- one participants, five of these were OL
service users.
Materials
The semi-structured interview had four main sections: disclosure, workplace
accommodations, the recruitment process, and the services of OL. The
semi-structured interview guide consisted of broad, open-ended questions
with relevant probes to allow for a free-flowing conversation between the
researcher and participants. These four sections allowed the researcher to
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guide participants, whilst the relevant probes encouraged participants
Table 1
Table 1: Participants’ Demographic Information
Pseudonym

Gender

Age

Neurodiversity

Simone

Female

41

Dyslexia, DCD, Potential ASC

Emma

Female

22

Dyslexia, DCD

Greta

Female

51

Dyslexia, ASC tendencies

Lisa

Female

26

Dyslexia, ASC, ADHD tendencies

Jessica

Female

30

Dyslexia, ADHD

Susan

Female

28

ADHD, DCD, Irlen’s disorder

Anne

Female

36

Dyslexia, DCD

Albert

Male

66

Inattentive ADHD, DCD

Temple

Female

31

ADHD, ASC

Richard

Male

30

Inattentive ADHD

Courtney

Female

34

Dyslexia

Florence

Female

48

ADHD, Dyslexia, DCD

Elon

Male

60

Dyscalculia

Erna

Female

40

Dyslexia, ADHD

Eleanor

Female

unknown

ADHD

Jennifer

Female

46

ADHD

Walt

Male

35

Dyslexia, DCD

Emily

Female

39

ASC, PDA, ADHD

Barbara

Female

51

Irlen’s disorder

Steve

Male

45

ASC

Valerie

Female

40

Dyslexia, DCD, ADHD

to elaborate on the experiences discussed (Berg, 2001). Additionally, an
information sheet was provided to outline the study and a consent form
was generated to ensure the participants consented to the conditions of the
study. A short questionnaire was also developed to obtain some demographic
information from participants (see Table 1). The information sheet and
consent form were also audio-recorded for accessibility purposes.
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Data collection
Prior to data collection, four pilot interviews were conducted. Interview
style, probes, and interview questions were refined according to the
feedback given to the researcher. In total, twenty-one remote interviews
were conducted using either Microsoft Teams or Zoom depending on the
participant’s preference.
Ethics
This study was conducted according to the British Psychological Society
(BPS) code of human research ethics (BPS, 2021). This study was also
ethically approved by the Psychiatry, Nursing and Midwifery Research Ethics
Subcommittee of King’s College London (PNM RESC; Reference number:
LRU/DP-20/21-22560).
Data analysis
Audio-recorded interviews were transcribed verbatim and uploaded to NVivo
(Version 12). Prior to coding, each transcript was re-read multiple times
for the researchers to become familiar with the data. Next, an idiographic
approach was adopted, analyzing each transcript one by one and generating
broad categories to encompass shared meaning (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014).
Initial descriptive semantic codes were highlighted in NVivo and converted
into emerging themes. Finally, these themes were refined and placed into
broad superordinate themes for each transcript. This was an iterative
process that involved expanding, grouping, and discarding various emergent
themes and clustering together themes based on meaning across transcripts
to create the final superordinate themes (Smith & Osborn, 2008).

Results
Six superordinate themes were identified from the data (see Table 2). Five
themes were identified across all twenty-one participants; one theme was
identified in seventeen of the twenty-one transcripts.
Theme One: External Perceptions of Neurodiversity
All participants either directly or indirectly spoke about the impact that
external perceptions of neurodiversity have on their life and subsequent
work life. These external perceptions of neurodiversity were predominantly
negative in nature and tended to present as a barrier for disclosing one’s
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neurodiversity in the workplace. Eleanor expressed her concerns regarding
disclosing to her employer in future: “I’m unsure. That’s the thing it’s like that
hesitancy in case they do have the wrong idea of what it’s like.” Walt shared a
similar concern for inaccurate assumptions of Neurodiversity: “ . . it does put
me off sometimes disclosing, just because other people have got these ideas
about what you can and can’t do as soon as you say those words.”
Table 2
Final Superordinate Theme Names
Superordinate Theme Name

Transcript Frequency

ExternalPperceptions of Neurodiversity

21/21

Identity Degradation

21/21

Self-Identity

21/21

Organizational Obstacles

21/21

Neurodiversity Empowerment

21/21

Language Regarding Neurodiversity

17/21

Theme Two: Identity Degradation
Another evident theme from all the participants was the identity degradation
(Garfinkle, 1956) experienced in general life and at work. The account of
Jennifer brings to light some of this degradation experienced because of
people’s comments: “I have disclosed this [Neurodiversity] at work but the
main people are disbelieving I would say. People don’t mean badly but they
have said things like “oh, but that’s just a busy, you’ve just got busy mind.”
This account from Jennifer links to theme one, demonstrating how
neurodiverse individuals are stereotyped by others and how these
stereotypes lead to feelings of degradation. Identity degradation was
prevalent amongst the whole dataset, with Barbara discussing how the
complex recruitment process has made her feel: “ . . . it just had a huge
impact on me to the point where I just decided, I’m not going to apply
anymore. I’m not doing this to myself, and I stopped applying for about
three years.” Jessica also highlighted her self-doubt: “when you look at a job
description, you look through the list of what’s needed right? . . . it makes you
sick, like, have I got that?”
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The lack of workplace support also led to a variety of unpleasant feelings,
with Jessica coming to terms with the negative comments and the impact
these had on her mental health: “[negative comments] gave me high
anxiety and low confidence and then I started going through CBT . . . it was
completely demotivating and it really affected my confidence long term. It
affected my mental health, and it affected my home life as well.”
Theme Three: Self-Identity
This superordinate theme encompasses participants sense of identity
and knowledge surrounding their neurodiversity. When prompted on
the discovery of their neurodiversity, participants highlighted the strong
need for diagnosis to facilitate understanding of oneself and limit negative
internalizations. Florence mentions the benefits of a diagnosis: “So having a
diagnosis . . . yeah it enabled me to understand about myself.” The account of
Steve looks more in depth about the usefulness of a diagnosis:
It allowed me to sort of become more aware of myself, be more
understanding of myself and my struggles. Before it would be a case
of, sometimes I might get really anxious or have periods of depression
because I understood I wasn’t quite functioning in the way that I could
see other people doing. [ . . . ] having an understanding of it now means
that I now accept it, and I can adapt the way I sort of behave and
connect with people. So, it’s been reaffirming.
Steve also called into question his self-identity and highlighted the need for
education of neurodiversity:
. . . before I was aware of being autistic, my perception of autism from
like media and things, I didn’t identify with it at all, until I started to
read more about it . . . my perception of it was perhaps you couldn’t
function independently. You know, you had ticks and mumbled. All
these things that you see. So that’s why I missed it for so many years.
Additionally, the need for self-education is further emphasized by Albert who
was diagnosed at “the age of 52.” Albert states, “I’ve worked for 40 something
years and a lot of it’s been an awful struggle, because I hadn’t realized what I
was suited for and what I was not suited for and put myself through quite a
lot of difficult situations as a result.”
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Lisa confirms this notion when speaking about accommodations: “ . . . they
expect us just to be able to do it ourselves and be like, ‘oh, well, you clearly
know what you need’ but often we don’t.”
Theme Four: Organizational Obstacles
This theme derives from participants describing the struggles they face at
work and in the recruitment process. Several participants reported that
ambiguity is a main barrier in the recruitment process. Walt highlights the
language used in the job advertisement: “They say things like, oh, you need
excellent communication skills. What do you actually mean by that, though?”
Steve shifts the focus onto the need for less ambiguity and more clarity in
the interview process:
I guess it’s a very clear scenario, what would you do in this situation?
These are the parameters within which you can work, you have to do
something within this. So, in some sense that was very contained, and
I knew exactly what it was, rather than you can do anything, you know,
because then my mind just sort of spreads out everywhere and I don’t
know what they’re looking for specifically.
Additionally, many participants enjoyed having the questions prior to an
interview in the recruitment process to give their best, most thoughtful
responses. Simone states, “I have recently in the last year started asking for
questions to be sent to me . . . to organize my thoughts before the interview.
That makes a dramatic difference, because of that element of surprise, I can
prepare my answer.”
Temple also feels the same way: “I am also personally an advocate of
questions and tasks being provided beforehand to all applicants so that
applicants don’t have to then use their working memory.”
Sensory issues and environmental barriers were similarly seen across the
dataset, impacting individuals’ ability to pass the recruitment process and
perform to their highest standard in the workplace. Barbara speaks about
her sensory struggles in an interview room and her preference for video
interviews to control her environment:
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. . . their office is like open plan and then they’ve got a glass box in the
middle of the floor . . . I’m talking to the interviewers and then they’ve
got people walking past. My thought processes have just gone, you
know, that they’re constantly . . . there was somebody that kept on
walking around and coming and making photocopies. I was just like, I
just could not focus no matter . . . and then the more you can hear the
little voice in your head like, oh, Jesus, what did I just say? What was I
saying? I can’t remember . . . on top of all of the other stress. So I think
actually there’s something about video interviewing that’s just suitable.
Elon reflects on his dyscalculia and how it limits career prospects:
It can be really frustrating sometimes, and I do see it as you know,
more of a barrier than an actual sort of benefit because, you know, like,
career wise, for example, if I want it to go up to a higher grade, where
there’s quite a lot of reliance on operational data, like MI and stuff like
that. I’m kind of stymied. So it does make me feel like I’ve reached my
limit of where I can go with my career because I can’t learn my way out
of those, those kinds of situations.
Theme Five: Neurodiversity Empowerment
In this theme, participants commented on a range of topics relating to
neurodiversity empowerment, including useful workplace accommodations,
support, and perspectives. Workplace accommodations were one of the main
sources of neurodiversity empowerment for participants. The participants
highlighted that there is a need for a supportive workplace culture to
facilitate work performance. Eleanor describes support from her colleagues:
“The colleagues I’ve told that kind of work within my department have now
volunteered to just always do writing minutes and things like that. So they’ve
kind of stepped in just from conversations with me rather than a formal
intervention from the workplace.”
Lisa also emphasizes this need for a supportive culture: “Lots of people
manage and I managed for decades without it and got through, but it makes
it much, much easier to be effective, to be a good colleague, to achieve one’s
part of what the organization is trying to achieve. Definitely that openness.”
It was also apparent from the transcripts that support aided openness and
disclosure of one’s neurodiversity, and that participants felt a higher level
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of psychological safety (Kahn, 1990) when this support was available. This is
demonstrated by Erna: “I am open on the [neurodiversity] network as well
about it just because I think it’s good to set an example. Also, the more people
talk about it, the more people feel like they can open up and it’s important to
have a support network.”
Many participants tended to disclose their neurodiversity as a way of
educating their employers and facilitating behavioral understanding. Richard
describes his reasoning for disclosure: “I guess there’s a lot of possible
unspoken misunderstandings that I want to maybe a lay because I’m not the
best at you know, interpreting social cues and all that kind of thing [ . . . ] I
feel in part, it’s sort of an explanation in the hope that people will understand
and sort of, give me a heads up.”
Some participants felt empowered due to the support and help of OL. Valerie
described how OL has empowered and supported her to strive towards
“occupational success”:
If I didn’t have OL I don’t think I would have lasted this long you know,
through my KPIs dropping and so forth. I think OL allows companies
to understand that it’s not just about supporting through assistive
technology, you know, we’ve given you that, you know, you’ve had your
training, I think they allow the lines of communication to stay open, so
that I can possibly achieve the goals that I set myself or the company
says that I should be aiming for.
Theme Six: Language Regarding Neurodiversity
The language regarding neurodiversity is a theme which takes interest in
the vocabulary used by participants. Due to the unique and broad sample,
the language varied throughout the dataset. Upon being prompted about
disclosing her neurodivergence, Simone said, “So, I guess the first pedantic
thing I’ll say is, I wouldn’t use the word disclose. So, I would just as an
example, I wouldn’t disclose my sexuality to my employer, I feel that that’s
part of my identity.”
When speaking about neurodiversity, most individuals who identified with
ASC described themselves as having “Autism” (Simone) or being “Autistic”
(Emily). The use of the word disability was mixed. Some participants
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described their neurodivergence as a “disability” (Valerie) or “learning
difficulty” (Lisa) while others did not like the use of this word. Courtney
outlines her reason for not using “disability” to describe her neurodiversity:“I
think the minute you put disability there, I think that’s where you get that
feeling of feeling thick because you’re not the same as everybody else”.
Elon also dislikes this “disability” label: “it’s probably because that word
disability has changed a little bit, because you’re sort of reluctant to say, oh, I
have a disability. It implies a lack of ability.”
Across the transcripts there was no consensus on the appropriate phrasing
when describing someone who identifies as neurodivergent. Some
participants used the word “neurodiverse” (Albert) whilst some referred to
their neurodiversity as a “Superpower” (Florence).

Discussion
Several talking points were derived from the six superordinate themes.
The external perceptions of neurodiversity from others seemed to have an
impact on participants. These negative perceptions and stereotypes held by
employers and colleagues tended to limit participants’ experience at work,
as well as making them fearful of disclosing their neurodiversity (Krzeminska
et al., 2019). This is in line with the work of Marshall and colleagues (2020)
who highlighted that “disability,” whether hidden or not, tends to be seen as
a deficit by employers and therefore individuals are reluctant to disclose due
to fear of being treated differently (Prince, 2017). These negative perceptions
and stereotypes from employers and colleagues were the main reason for a
lack of disclosure (Santuzzi et al., 2014).
It was also evident that neurodiverse individuals perceived a stereotype
threat (Steele & Aronson, 2004) which inspired individuals to succeed in
the workplace. Research has shown that a stereotype threat can motivate
individuals to succeed in a professional setting as they wish to prove their
stereotype wrong (Spencer, Logel & Davis, 2016). However, a stereotype
threat can have a severe negative impact on marginalized groups, as this
stereotype can cause added pressure and stress, potentially leading to
underperformance which reinforces the stereotype (Walton & Spencer,
2009). In this study, it was clear that neurodiverse individuals were reluctant
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to disclose, primarily due their perceived stereotype threat, which led to a
lack of workplace adjustments, hindering their ability to achieve high work
performance.
Participants frequently experienced identity degradation both inside
and outside of the workplace. This degradation was triggered by people’s
perceptions of neurodiversity, the lack of workplace support received, the
complex recruitment process, and negative comments from others. Some
of the consequences of these external perceptions of neurodiversity made
participants feel marginalized, dismissed, and misunderstood by colleagues
and employers.
Several participants reported how events in the workplace can lead to mental
health issues, highlighting the extent to which this identity degradation can
manifest. While the direct cause of this intersectionality between mental
health and neurodiversity is not explicitly clear or explored in depth, this
could be a consequence of the lack of social support at work (Doyle, 2020).
Additionally, the workplace has been seen to be a key factor in influencing
mental well-being, specifically the role of interpersonal contact and the
ability to utilize one’s skill set in the workplace (Harnois & Gabriel, 2000).
This may be mediated by the amount of self-esteem one has (Cooper, Smith
& Russell, 2017) as potential knockbacks from the recruitment process,
employers, and an inability to utilize skills in the workplace may impact
neurodiverse individuals’ self-esteem and contribute to adverse mentalhealth outcomes on a case-by-case basis.
Self-identity was seen to impact one’s day-to-day life. The importance of a
diagnosis was emphasized, enabling participants to understand how they
function, and facilitating acceptance of one’s true self (Doyle, 2020). A late
diagnosis was more common than an early one in our participant sample,
which could impact participants’ mental health and well-being, as research
shows that ASC individuals diagnosed earlier tend to experience greater
organizational-based self-esteem and work in more supportive organizations
(Johnson & Joshi, 2016). However, due to heterogeneity of this sample, it is
unclear if these findings apply to other neurodiversities.
Participants also mentioned the need for self-education surrounding
neurodiversity to allow them to find better suited jobs and understand
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their own behavior. Participants often displayed negative self-stereotypes
surrounding their neurodiversity which prolonged the diagnostic process
and led to their neurodiversity being unidentified for some time. This
lack of identification manifested negative internalized thoughts and
misunderstandings. The misunderstanding of one’s self-identity and
neurodiversity is of relevance, as this is required to understand which
accommodations are needed to facilitate their experience at work. Several
participants did not ask for accommodations due to not knowing what would
help them.
These findings are in line with Richards, Sang and Marks (2017) who in
their study of a public sector organization, found that there was a need for
macro level organizational understanding regarding neurodiversity and
recommended neurodiversity awareness training for the organization’s
managers. The importance of this macro-level training was highlighted by
individuals in this study, with neurodiversity support-services such as OL
seeming to facilitate both understanding of neurodiversity and workplace
accommodations through awareness and consultancy. As organizations tend
to have inadequate knowledge regarding neurodiversity, some participants
felt obliged to disclose their neurodiversity to help educate their employers
on why they exhibit specific behaviors.
Regarding workplace accommodations, these were emphasized to be
beneficial, improving both efficiency at work and one’s work experience.
Participants mentioned technological accommodations as highly beneficial.
These technological accommodations have been consistently seen
throughout the literature as an effective way to boost Neurodiverse workers’
productivity and performance (CIPD, 2018). A supportive culture was deemed
to be an important accommodation, enabling neurodiverse individuals to
excel in their jobs, as this openness was seen to encourage people to share
their lived experiences and facilitate disclosure, leading to a higher rate
of workplace adjustments. Supportive behaviors are beneficial not just for
neurodiverse individuals, but for many marginalized minority groups (Reason
et al., 2005).
A key barrier for neurodiverse individuals across the recruitment process
and in the workplace was ambiguity. Regarding job advertisements,
participants highlighted ambiguous job language and how this caused
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unpleasant feelings such as self-doubt. Ambiguous language can be defined
as sentences and words which lack clarity and can be perceived to have
multiple meanings (Collier & Zhang, 2016). Previous authors have condemned
the use of ambiguous language in job postings and suggest organizations
should move away from ambiguous language, especially when outlining work
requirements, as this can be misinterpreted by neurodiverse individuals
(Bewley & George, 2016; Dow, Lund & Douthit, 2020). This ambiguity was also
thought to be a problem in the interview process, with participants needing
clarity in this process to perform at their best. These results lend support for
the use of non-ambiguously worded questions in the interview process for
neurodiverse individuals (Maras et al., 2021).
Many participants experience difficulties with sensory stimuli. The
work environment tended to exacerbate these sensory issues, causing
discomfort to neurodiverse individuals, making it harder to do their job
as a result. This standardized environment was seen across all domains,
including the interview process and in the workplace. This highlights
the lack of understanding organizations have surrounding the effects
of the environment on neurodivergent employees and draws upon the
person-environment fit theory (Edwards, 2008). This theory states that
certain individual characteristics are suitable for certain organizational
environments to thrive, with incongruence between the person and the
environment leading to negative consequences. In this case, the environment
is designed for neurotypicals and neglects those who are neurodivergent,
inadvertently increasing stress levels for certain neurodivergent employees.
These results are in-line with Li (2019), as it is clear the participants struggled
with the environment due to the neurotypical norm.
Additionally, these findings support the social model of disability (Chapman,
2019), as it demonstrates how standardized societal norms at work limit
neurodiverse functioning. Participants also felt their career progression was
limited from numerous factors at work, such as the inability to do a task
due to their neurodivergent characteristics, and limitations placed on them
by their managers. These findings are in-line with the work of Bewley and
George (2016) who found these two dimensions to be the biggest limiting
factors in career progression for neurodiverse employees.
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Identifying Language
The identifying language participants used described themselves varied
widely. Two participants used neurodivergent. For instance, Valerie
commented: “happy to put in my email signature that I’m neurodivergent.”
Elon made an insightful point about medicalized language; namely, that
he “dislikes disability because it implies a lack of ability.” This variety
is not unusual in practice because the language used to describe one’s
neurodivergence tends to be very personal. Historically, Neurodiverse
activism led to the preference of person-first language (PFL) instead of
identity-first language (IFL). PFL looks beyond one’s “label” and seeks to
see a person beyond just their condition. For example, “I am a person with
Dyslexia” is PFL, whereas IFL seeks to put an identity to a group, for example
“I am a Dyslexic person.”
It has been argued that “linguistic framing” has an impact on the way
individuals are perceived (Reali et al., 2016). Some argue that by framing
language in a way that encompasses an identity, for example, the use of
“autistic person” (IFL), we can highlight the characteristics of an individual
without frowning upon their diagnosis (Vivanti, 2020), contrasting the initial
PFL movement in the 1970s. However, this has been challenged by various
authors, with Walker (2012) highlighting that IFL reinforces the negative
connotations attached to a diagnosis. In this research, there seemed to be
no consensus on which person language was preferred by neurodiverse
individuals.
Although Elon and others dislike the use of the term disability when
describing their neurodiversity, it is nevertheless important to acknowledge
the power this term gives to neurodiverse individuals in terms of legislation.
Disability allows neurodiverse individuals to fall under the Equality Act
(2010), legally protecting this population from wrongful dismissal at work on
discrimination grounds. Therefore, even for those who prefer PFL language,
the term can serve a purpose to remind employers of their protective
responsibilities for this minority group. Once protective legislation
encompasses less discriminatory language and more empowering terms such
as neurodiversity, we could see the abolition of disability.
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Practitioner Recommendations
• Employers lack understanding of neurodiversity, leading to negative
stigma, stereotypes, and identity degradation of neurodiverse
employees. Neurodiversity education workshops should be mandatory
for senior staff and hiring staff to reduce cognitive bias.
• An organization that talks openly about neurodiversity leads to an
elevated level of psychological safety and increased neurodiversity
disclosure.
• Neurodiversity support networks help with self-affirmation and help to
combat stereotype threat (Shapiro, Williams & Hambarchyan, 2013).
• Neurodiverse employees lack self-education surrounding their
condition, leading to a decrease in subsequent workplace adjustments
and performance.
• Employers should be more flexible in the working environment,
attending to needs of neurodiverse employees to stop sensory overload
and job performance. This can include changes such as working from
home, light adjustment and wearing headphones to block out external
noise.
• Language in job advertisements can be viewed as discriminatory for
those who are neurodivergent, as the ambiguous nature of phrases can
lead individuals to ponder over whether they fit the requirements and
can deter potential neurodiverse talent from applying.
• Organizations should look to give neurodiverse candidates interview
questions in advance to avoid further ambiguity and level the playing
field.
Strengths and Limitations
This study’s materials were designed with neurodiversity in mind, with the
option of audio-recorded information sheet and consent forms for increased
accessibility. The heterogeneity of this neurodiverse sample could be seen as
a strength of this study, as it addresses a clear need for more representative
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studies away from just ASC in the neurodiversity literature. However, some
may argue that the heterogeneity of this sample could be seen as a limitation
of this study due to the varying specific and unique nature of some results. A
way to combat this in future would be to classify neurodivergent individuals
by diagnosed condition and compare the specific needs of each group across
the dataset. Moreover, interpretative phenomenological analysis has been
criticized for being overly reliant on the researcher’s interpretation (Brocki &
Wearden, 2006), often neglecting participant’s true lived experiences.
Future Work
Future work into the lived experience of neurodiversity in the workplace
should seek to investigate whether these experiences are generalizable
across diverse cultures globally or whether these are specific to the United
Kingdom. Adverse mental health outcomes were also found to be commonly
co-existent; therefore, future research could seek to highlight the potential
explanations as to why neurodiverse individuals experience a high rate of
adverse mental health outcomes.
Reflexivity
At the time of data collection, Lewis Burton had a baseline understanding of
what each neurodiverse condition entailed but had little experience of the
issues neurodivergent individuals may face. This was useful in approaching
interviews as open-minded as possible. Burton has had exposure to
neurodiverse individuals throughout life and is aware of the media’s
depictions of neurodiversity. Ricardo Twumasi, as a senior author guiding
this work, has a neurodivergent sister, is an uncle to a nephew and niece
both with ASC, and was coached by a neurodiverse coach during his athletics
career before moving into academia. Finally, Vicki Carss is an Occupational
Psychologist who has specialized in neurodiversity for over a decade,
supporting thousands of neurodiverse individuals.
A phenomenological approach to research was used to highlight the
perspective and first- person lived experience of those with neurodiversity.
All interviews were conducted online, allowing participants to be comfortable
in their environment and potentially feel in control of the interview and
their responses. Participants were asked questions in neutral vocabulary to
mitigate any potential offence or labeling of these participants. Although
sensitive topics may have elicited negative emotions from participants, the
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researcher followed a debrief protocol using their discretion based on the
content of the interview (Charmaz, 2006).
Conclusion
Neurodiverse employees tended to be negatively impacted by the inaccurate
stereotypes from neurotypical’ individuals, causing a range of problems such
as a lack of comfort disclosing their neurodiversity, identity degradation and
a lack of career progression. Managers and co-workers need education to
facilitate workplace accommodations, increase the likelihood of disclosure
via a supportive culture and overall enhance neurodiverse employees’
experience and performance at work. Self-education was also important
to allow individuals to identify their neurodiversity and explain to their
employers what workplace accommodations would be beneficial to them.
A wide range of participants tended to experience co-existing mental health
challenges, although the extent to which this is caused by the workplace
is unclear. It was also clear that there was a need for less standardization
and more flexibility in terms of the environment in both the job selection
process and at work, as individuals struggled with sensory overload, lending
support for the social model of disability (Chapman, 2019). Furthermore,
this study provided no evidence for universally accepted language regarding
neurodiversity, as this was solely based on individual preference. This study
can be used as an insight into potential obstacles experienced in the job
recruitment process, encouraging organizations to combat these issues to
boost performance, secure neurodiverse talent and enhance neurodiverse
employee’s well-being.
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